Notes on Plotinus — Ennead Five, Third Tractate — The Self-Conscious and Beyond 


5.3.1 What can be Self-Conscious? 

Can something be self-conscious if it is not comprised of multiple parts? Are multiple parts necessary 
such that one part contemplates while another serves as the objects of self-contemplation? How could 
something supremely simple and singular focus inwardly and become self-aware? 


It is indeed possible for a simple thing to be self-conscious. On the contrary, nothing could ever actually 
be said to have self-consciousness as a consequence of being composite. We experience this ourselves 
via our various Sensory Perceptions. We use multiple Senses to infer the Form of a Body, but no single 
Sense gives us the entire set of data. A composite thing with various parts mutually sensing one another 
could only ever produce multiple disjointed and incomplete experiences, not true consciousness of the 
entirety of the self. 


This leaves us with the possibility that something simple is capable of self-consciousness. How could 
something simple be self-conscious? Failure to answer this question would force us to conclude that 
neither simple nor composite things are capable of self-consciousness. Would self-consciousness even 
be possible in that case? 


Self-consciousness must be possible. Even if we deny self-consciousness to the Soul, how could we deny 
it to Intellect itself? How could Intellect contain all knowledge, except for knowledge of itself? Sense 
Perceptions and Discursive Reasoning are methods to arrive at knowledge that one does not already 
internally possess, but Intellections do not operate this way. As an interesting tangent, it is worth 
addressing whether Intellect has knowledge of Sense Perceptions and Discursive Reasoning. Clearly, 
Intellect already knows of every Intellectual Being. Yet does Intellect also know of itself, or is it limited to 
knowledge of its possessions? What Intellect knows and how it comes to know this knowledge must be 
reconciled. 


5.3.2 Is Discursive Reason Self-Conscious? 
First, let us examine Soul. Is the Soul self-conscious? Which faculty of the Soul would be responsible for 
its self-consciousness? By which mechanism would it arrive at self-consciousness? 


Sense Perceptions cannot facilitate self-consciousness, as by their very nature they only perceive of 
things external to the Soul. Even when a Soul has Sense Perceptions of the Body it Animates, these are 
perceptions of the Bodily passions which are also external to Soul. 


In addition to the faculties of Sense Perception, Soul also has the faculty of Discursive Reason. This 
faculty primarily serves to pass judgements on Sensory Perceptions. Various Sense Perceptions are 
interpreted in conjunction such that an assessment can be made. The Reasoning faculty also receives 
images of the Ideal Beings from Intellect, and considers multiple of them in conjunction in the same way 
that it synthesizes multiple Sensory Perceptions. In this process, the Reasoning faculty compares its 
Sensory Perceptions with the Ideas of intellect. When an Idea is recognized in a Sense Perception, 
Recollection has occurred. 


Do the Soul's Intellectual capabilities end here, or does it also possess the ability of considering itself? If 
we grant the Soul further Intellectual abilities, we must ascribe to it an Intellectual faculty. What then 
differentiates the Intellect of a Soul from Divine Intellect itself? If we do not grant the Soul further 
Intellectual abilities, then we must relegate self-consciousness to Divine Intellect alone, and continue 
our search for it there. In addition, if both the Intellectual phase of Soul and Intellect itself possess self- 
consciousness, we will once again have to discern what distinguishes them. After all, if there were no 
difference between them, then Discursive Reasoning would be the same as Intellectual thought. So, is 
Discursive Reason capable of self-consciousness? Or is it limited to the objects of Sense and Intellect 
that it receives from external sources? Our next topic must then be the nature of the Discursive 
Reasoning faculty's comprehension of the objects it Reasons over. 


5.3.3 The Mechanisms of Reason 

Suppose the faculties of Sense Perceptions have perceived a Human Being and relayed this data to the 
Discursive Reasoning faculty. What is the Discursive Reasoning faculty's response? It may either remain 
silent on the topic or attempt to identify the person. Who is this person? If it recognizes this person, 
then it also retrieves this person's identity from memory. This person is Socrates. After identifying 
Socrates, it may further wish to add data to this impression. It can divide Sensory Perceptions into sub- 
components of Socrates’ visual appearance. Further, if it judges that Socrates is a Good man, then it 
joins its Sensory Data of Socrates with data from its own Imagination. Socrates' Good actions are 
external and must be perceived through the Senses. Yet the perception of Good actions relies on an 
internalized view on what Goodness is. 


How does the Soul have an internal conception of Good? For one, the Soul is Good by its own nature, 
and thus has intuitive understanding of it that way. Further, it may also receive Goodness from Intellect 
above it, further contributing to this comprehension of Goodness. After all, Soul welcomes the Ideas 
from Intellect without inhibition. 


Why should we assign the faculty of Reasoning to the Soul as opposed to Intellect? The answer is that 
discursive motion from one thing to another is characteristic of the Reasoning Soul. Since Discursive 
Reason deals with Intellectual objects, why can't we ascribe self-consciousness to it directly? This would 
certainly simplify our inquiry, but the issue is that ultimately Discursive Reasoning is about processing 
information that is external to oneself. Since self-consciousness must be knowledge of what is internal 
to oneself, it cannot belong to Reason and must then belong to Intellect. 


What prevents the Reasoning phase of Soul from possessing a faculty specifically for the purpose of self- 
consciousness? Such a faculty would no longer be engaging in Discursive Reasoning, and so once again 
we must ascribe self-consciousness to Intellect. 


What prevents Intellect in of itself from residing within the Soul? Our response would be that there is 
nothing which prevents Intellect from being within the Soul, however Intellect cannot belong to the 
Soul. Yet just because Intellect does not belong to the Soul does not imply that Intellect does not belong 
to us. It is our Intellect, but it is transcendent to the Soul. 


Our Intellect belongs to us when we are actively using it, and it does not belong to us when we are not. 
Contrast that with the faculty of Reason, which is always present to us regardless of our engagement. 
How do we actively use our Intellect? Must we become Intellect and experience its perspective? Or do 
we need to find common ground with Intellect and conform ourselves to it? Since we are not Intellect, 
we are relegated to conforming to it via our faculty of Reason. 


Our faculty of Reason conforms to Sensation by receiving data from the Senses, and it conforms to 
Intellect by receiving data from Intellect. We are engaged in this act of Reasoning, caught between the 
lower realm of Senses and the higher realm of Intellect. Yet Sense Perceptions bombard us with 
information perpetually, whether we will them to or not. Intellectual information, however, only comes 
to us through willful acts of engagement with it. This is because the Sensible World is inferior to us, and 
thus looks up to us. In turn, we are inferior to Intellect, and look up to it. Our Senses are our vassals, 
while Intellect is our king. 


5.3.4 Intellectual vs Reasonable Self-Consciousness 

We can also be king when we harmonize with Intellect. Harmonization with Intellect can be achieved in 
two different ways. For one, we can harmonize with Intellect such that its rules and concepts are 
engraved into us like decrees. For another, Intellect can fill us up such that we are present to it and can 
have an intuitive experience of it. This direct experience of Intellect leads us to understand that we are 
an Intellectual Being among a universe of other Intellectual Beings. Thus, we may learn self- 
consciousness from Divine Intellect's own acts of self-consciousness. We can do so using the same 
power by which we identify other Intellectual Beings, or by experiencing Intellect's self-consciousness as 
we become purely Intellectual. The truly self-conscious person achieves both. Through the faculty of 
Reason, they may deduce that they are connected to a higher Principle. Through the faculty of Intellect, 
they identify their own Intellectual Being, thus uniting with Intellect. 


The self-conscious person thus no longer sees themselves as their embodied experience and recognizes 
their identity in a nobler sphere. Through the Faculty of Reason, they have isolated the best phase of the 
Soul and leveraged it to gain a direct intuitive experience of the Intellectual. 


Does the faculty of Discursive Reason know that it is the faculty of Discursive Reason? Does it recognize 
that the objects with which it Reasons are from external sources (I.e. Ideas and Sense Perceptions)? 
Does it Judge Sense Perceptions based on Ideas while being unaware of these very acts? Does it not 
recognize then that these Ideas come from somewhere? Does it not then understand that there is a 
Principle superior to itself which does not only merely interact with these Ideas, but which possesses 
them as its own belongings? At a minimum, the faculty of Discursive Reason recognizes its relationship 
to other things and the specific details it must know in order to achieve its functions. Thus, we can safely 
say that Discursive Reason understands that it depends on Intellect, that it is inferior to Intellect, and 
that it only apprehends mere images of Intellect (in the form of Particular Ideas, considered one ata 
time). 


Yet the seeker who wishes to be self-conscious is not going to be content with this. They seek a higher 
faculty than Discursive Reason which can grant them a direct, intuitive experience of Intellect. This is 
how we can imitate Divine Intellect's comprehension of itself. We experience Divine Intellect's 
comprehension of Itself, and at the same time can have an Intellectual comprehension of ourselves. This 
experience is necessary if we are going to have an intuitive understanding of Intellect's own self- 
consciousness. To truly appreciate Intellect is to let go of the non-Intellectual aspects of oneself. It is to 
look at one's Intellect within Intellect, and to see oneself within oneself. 


5.3.5 Self-Consciousness as Intellect's Essence 

How does Divine Intellect itself achieve self-consciousness? Does it apprehend one part of itself using 
another part of itself? This is not properly self-consciousness, as in this case one part is the actor and the 
other part is the object acted upon. What if Intellect's parts are identical, such that when one part views 
the other it is really viewing an image of itself? We might further respond that it is absurd to hold 
Intellect as dissected into parts. What would constitute the divisions? Surely they wouldn't just happen 
by chance. Who draws the lines of distinction, the part that is trying to comprehend itself, or the part 
that is being comprehended? Again, in partitioning themselves, the parts would no longer achieve self- 
consciousness when they think of one another. After all, they would be thinking of another part. To truly 
achieve self-consciousness, Intellect must experience itself both as subject and object of thought. 
Further, this knowledge of self cannot take the (Stoic) form of Impressions, like sealing rings in wax. 
Possession of a replica is not the same as possession of actual knowledge of self. 


The only way that Intellect can achieve true self-consciousness is without dividing itself into parts. Thus, 
before any divisions, Intellect is both subject and object of thought. This is to say, Intellection is identical 
with the Intellectual. To be comprehendible by Intellect is to be able to comprehend Intellectually. If this 
were not so, it would be impossible to comprehend the truth as it actually is. We would only ever 
receive an impression of it, like a replica. Thus, we have the basis for Truth and Non-Truth. Truth is 
perfect consistency with reality. Non-Truth is any inconsistency with reality. Now we can definitively say 
that Divine Intellect, Being, and everything Intellectual and Intelligible are all one in the same. Primal 
Being is Real Being. Intellect is Being and all of the Beings. 


How does asserting the Unity of Primal Intellect and the Intellectual Beings resolve the problems of self- 
consciousness? How could such a Unity of subject and object of thought comprehend itself? That 
Intellect encompasses all Intellectual Beings does not necessarily imply self-consciousness of this 
identity. Our confusion dissolves when we realize that Intellect itself is not merely Potential (as are the 
objects of thought for Soul). Not only is Intellect Actual, it is the Primary Actuality. It is the Perfect 
thought, namely all thoughts simultaneously. It is the perfect life, namely all lives simultaneously. There 
is no before or after in its thoughts and life, and so it has them as Actualities. Self-consciousness is 
Intellect's Being and Essence. This is to say, Intellect is the perfect Act of Intellection. Intellect thinks 
itself into Being in one perfect thought. 


5.3.6 Teaching Discursive Reason Self-Consciousness 
Thus we have shown that things can be self-conscious. Self-consciousness is achieved perfectly by 
Intellect, and in a diminished capacity within Soul. The Soul is conscious of itself with respect to the fact 


that it is dependent on a higher power. Intellect is self-conscious inherently, intuitively. Intellect 
apprehends the Real Beings, and recognizes itself. Indeed, its very thought of these Beings is their 
Essence. Thought and thinker are one. Intellect is thought as a whole, and its entirety takes part in this 
self-Actualizing thought. 


This is not merely a matter of rhetoric, opinion, and persuasion. Necessity itself dictates that this must 
be so. Necessity and Certainty are characteristic of Intellect. Persuasion and opinion are only applicable 
to the Soul. When we are descended, we must seek persuasion as we can no longer see the truth 
directly. In Intellect, such truths are directly and simultaneously available via the underlying Unity. It is 
Intellect which thinks and acts itself into Being, whereas Soul passively accepts whatever Intellect 
presents to it. Yet we are currently embodied and descended, and so we desire persuasion. We would 
rather see an image of these truths instead of the archetype itself. 


So let us persuade our Souls and teach them how Intellect experiences itself. To do so, we must engage 
the phase of our Soul which uses Discursive Reason. After all, this phase of Soul implies Reason, which is 
itself an Intellectual capability. It is this phase of Soul which both interacts with and derives from 
Intellect. The faculty of Discursive Reason must know the objects which it receives from Intellect and 
expresses to its subordinates. Thus, if the faculty of Discursive Reason could receive itself in the same 
format as the other objects it receives from Intellect, then it can rightly be said to know itself. Since the 
Discursive Reasoning faculty and the objects it Reasons with both come from the same source, 
Discursive Reason is itself an Intellectual Being. It is by this shared nature with other Intellectual Beings 
that it interacts with them. Thus, Discursive Reason could come to understand itself by understanding its 
kin which share in its Essence. Its understanding of itself will thus be Real knowledge, as the 
understanding comes from an understanding of the Real Beings in a truly Intellectual capacity. 


Let the Soul then receive an image of Intellect itself. This is to say the Intellect which is both thinker and 
thought, which could never be separated from itself, and which contains all of the Intellectual Beings. 
This Intellect is necessarily self-conscious, as all of itself is imminent to itself by the very act of thinking 
itself into Being. This Intellect is incommensurable from the conception of Potential, as Potential and 
Actual as we understand them apply to external and non-immanent things. Intellect has no need for 
ongoing Actualization, as it is missing nothing for which it might desire to Actualize. It possesses all of 
itself simultaneously, which necessitates a possession of knowledge of itself. What else could the life of 
Eternal Being be like? 


5.3.7 Intellect Can Only Be Conscious of Itself 

It may be contended that the life of Intellect is to contemplate Divinity. But if Intellect knows Divinity, 
then mustn't Intellect also know itself? After all, it will know what issues from Divinity, what derives 
from Divinity, and what has yet to come from Divinity. Because it is one of these things which derives 
from Divinity, and because it understands such things, then we once again have proof that Intellect will 
be self-conscious. Now consider that not only is Intellect one of the things which issues from Divinity, 
but is in fact all of the things which issue from Divinity. If we hold that there is a prior Divinity from 
which Intelect issues and thus cannot know (because Intellect is its acts of thought, which must be 


different from Intellect's source), then this only reinforces Intellect's self-consciousness. In such a case, 
what is left for Intellect to think about but itself? 


What else can be ascribe to Intellect with certainty? Rest certainly applies, though Rest for Intellect does 
not imply a lack of thought on its part. Rest in this case means encompassment of its domain, and 
abdication from everything else. Intellect remains fully Actualized everywhere. 


Intellect's very Act is Being. Without anything external for it to contemplate, Intellect is only left with 
knowledge of itself. By restricting its thoughts to itself, Intellect thus Acts within and upon only itself. 
Everything which derives from Intellect is thus also within Intellect and derivative of its internal 
Activities. First Intellect thinks itself into Being, and then it reflects its character into others. A fire must 
first fully light and satisfy the Essence of fire (i.e. become fire), for it to spread elsewhere. 


Thus we have shown Intellect's exclusive self-orientation. Soul, on the other hand, can look internally to 
its Intellectual phase, and externally via its Sensitive phase. When Soul focuses internally, it becomes 
more similar to Intellect. When it focuses outwardly, it grows distant. Yet Soul always retains a link to 
Intellect, no matter how externally focused it becomes. After all, when thinking, the Soul thinks of 
Intellectual Beings. Consequently, when it produces things, it forms them into images of the Intellectual 
Beings. Thus there are traces of Intellect in both Soul and the objects that it produces. Soul produces 
faithful reproductions of the Real Intellectual archetypes, even if its products do represent the final 
boundary of emanation. 


5.3.8 Experiences of Intellect 

What does intellect itself experience when it apprehends the Intellectual Beings it contains, and what 
does it experience when it apprehends itself? To start, we should not imagine Intellectual Beings in 
terms of shape and color. These are relegated to Bodies, and Intellect is completely antecedent to them. 
Even the Reasons which produce Bodies of certain shape and color do not themselves possess shape or 
color. Intellect is completely invisible, and so are the Beings which reside in it and share in its nature. 


The Soul, however, does not experience what it contains. The Soul does not generate the Intellectual 
Beings it uses in acts of Reason. Rather, the Soul and the Intellectual beings it uses in acts of Reason are 
both products of Intellect. Intellect itself is present to the Soul directly, so its exisetnce is evident to the 
Soul. In contrast, the Intellectual Beings the Soul uses in its acts of Reason are only present to it 
temporarily. The Intellecutal Beings may be Eternal, but that is only because they exist Eternally within 
Intellect itself. What is present to the Soul are their images. It is characteristic that images are not the 
things in of themselves, but rather that they are something distinct from the thing itself which resides in 
some medium. The Soul does not have enough light to apprehend the Real Beings in of themselves. 
Rather, what it sees are images which reside in something distinct from the Real Beings themselves. In 
turn, the Soul does not really see itself, but rather only can receive an image of itself. 


In Intellect, the thinker and object of thought are identical, such that true self-consciousness occurs. 
Thus, it is Intellect which identifies itself. In the Sensible World, our vision is facilitated by light, as the 
information of the object seen unifies with the light. We see the color of the object in the light which 


transmits this data to our senses. In Intellect, there is no such facilitating medium. The experience is 
direct and intuitive, as something is experiencing itself. Intellect apprehends Ideas like light would 
interact with other light, requiring no abstraction through the Senses. This light of apprehension radiates 
from Intellect and illuminates the Soul. Thus, the contemplative acts of the Soul are like images of the 
contemplative acts of Intellect. The pure and direct contemplations of Intellect are far simpler and more 
Beautiful, so to imagine something grander than the Soul can apprehend will lead you closer to a true 
understanding of Intellect itself. 


This illumination which imparts comprehension to the Soul does not grant the Soul the same generative 
powers as Intellect. It functions to keep Soul focused internally, preventing it from dissipating into every 
different direction. Thus Soul is not doomed to a life of external focus and Sensory Perceptions. It can 
turn inward, and contemplate the things which are beyond the Senses. So to speak, it grants Soul a 
vision of the invisible. 


The Soul thus incorporates a trace of Intellect into its own life. It obtains a trace of the life of Intellect 
itself, which alone constitutes Reality. The Life of intellect is its Perfect Intellectual Act, the perfect 
thought which serves as the primal Light. Intellect is thus Primal Lights itself, as it is both the Illuminator 
and Illuminated. Intellect is also thus Primal Thought, as it is simultaneously the thinker and object of 
thought. It apprehends itself directly, with no intermediaries. Seeing itself completely, it is both knower 
and what is known. 


It is by Intellect's Illumination of us that we come to know it. How else could it reach us? While only 
Intellect apprehends itself clearly, it is by its power that we get a glimpse of it. If an image of Intellect did 
not illuminate us, how could we identify it? How could we learn to become self-conscious by witnessing 
its self-consciousness? How could we identify the reflections of the Intellectual Beings which reside as 
images in the Soul? How else could we deduce that these images are faithful to their source in the Real 
Beings? How else could we apprehend the Soul's Divinity as it acts Intellectually? 


To understand Intellect itself in all of its Eternal perfection and self-knowledge, the Soul must be 
reduced to a purely Intellective Being. It must identify that in its Acts, the Soul reminisces of the Real 
Beings and identify their source and derivation within Intellect. It is only by achieving this that Soul can 
demonstrate to itself that it really is an Image of intellect. By acting Intellectually, the Soul engages in its 
powers most reminiscent of Intellect. Such acts are the closest Intuitive experience a Soul can have to 
Intellect itself. 


5.3.9 Understanding Intellect via The Soul 

For this reason, we must study the Soul and pay close attention to its most Divine phase. This is our best 
chance at understanding Intellect. To achieve this, start with yourself. Strip away your Body, and along 
with it the phase of Soul which Forms the Body. Next, strip out Sense Perceptions, appetites, passions, 
and other such frivolous distractions which only serve to draw your attention to life on Earth. What 
remains of the Soul is what we referred to as an image of Intellect. 


This phase of Soul preserves something of Intellect's character, just as the illumination outside the 
spherical Body of the Sun retains some of the character of the Sun. Of course, the rays of light do not 
remain still like bricks, only reaching earth after enough of them have been laid out in succession. The 
interval between the Sun and Earth is not completely empty, and we consider the light from the Sun as 
residing in this space after it leaves the confines of the Suns Body. This is not how Intellect's illumination 
of Soul occurs. Soul remains connected to Intellect. In fact, since Intellect has no locus, the image of 
Intellect within the Soul does not have a locus either. The light which issues from the Sun then resides in 
the Air into which it travels. In contrast, the Soul devoid of Body is alone among itself and the rest of the 
disembodied phase of Soul. 


Through its characteristic act of Reason, the disembodied phase of Soul comes to know Intellect in 
accordance with its ability to comprehend it. Intellect, being perfectly self-conscious, knows itself 
without need for any act of Reason. Intellect remains Intellectual, whereas the Soul needs to be guided 
to focus on the Intellectual because the life of Soul is fragmented into the lives of many particular Souls. 
Intellect has no need for multiple lives, or need of anything else for that matter. Intellect only provides 
for inferior things, not itself. Further, Intellect has no need of anything from inferior things. Intellect 
does not need segments of itself or images of its Beings. It possesses them innately. 


For those who struggle to imagine a Soul completely devoid of Body, consider first a Soul which engages 
in acts of Reason. It is possible to ascend to knowledge of Intellect from there. If this is too difficult, 
leverage the Senses, which carry lessor traces of the Ideas than the faculty of Reason. It is even possible 
to begin one's journey from the lowest phase of Soul which carries on the essential functions of the 
lowest of plants. The Real Beings can be reached from there as well. 


5.3.10 Thought, Simplicity, and Multiplicity 

The details of each ascendant pathway are beyond the scope of this discussion. The Ideal Forms as 
manifest in Bodies are images of antecedent creative Intellectual Principles. If they were not, their 
manifestation and potential would collapse into a single ontological rank. It follows that Intellect has a 
creative Principle, for otherwise Intellect and what we consider its creative principle would also collapse 
into a single rank (as would be the case if the Forms manifest in Body were not distinct from the Ideal 
Forms). Yet does this not also imply that Intellect's creative principle would need a creative principle as 
well? The answer is ultimately no. Intellect, due to its nature, has need of an antecedent creative force. 
Yet this antecedent creative force has no need for a Principle or even the ability to apprehend itself. This 
topic must be discussed in greater detail elsewhere. 


Returning to Intellect's self-consciousness, we note that Intellect necessarily comprehends itself in its 
totality and in perpetuity. It knows that it is multiple, and it knows that it is distinct from the creative 
Principle to which it belongs. It thus understands the Difference between itself and that which it belongs 
to. This experience of something other is analogous to its vision. This experience of Externality 
constitutes its comprehension, and so this necessary experience of comprehension becomes its 
inextricable Essence. Its comprehension must be of some thing, otherwise comprehension would be 
without purpose. Yet without Intellect there are no things, so what could Intellect contemplate? The 
only solution is that it contemplates multiplicity within a Unity. That is, distinctions within a single thing. 


Pure undifferentiated Unity would leave no things to comprehend. It would have no discernable identity 
by which to act, and no identities to act upon. For this reason, there can only be activity where there is 
diversity. Pure Undifferentiated Unity could only lead to eternal stagnation and a singular, unchanging 
experience of motionlessness. There must be multiplicity for activities. Something which acts must 
either produce something else or act upon something else. Even something it acts upon itself, this 
implies multiplicity within itself. If something does not direct itself to any activity, then there will be 
stability. Yet thought is impossible in such a case. This is why Intellect itself implies Duality. There must 
be a thinker and the thing thought about. It does not matter whether the thing thought about is 
external or internal to the thinker. There is a requisite of Difference and consequently Different 
Identities. For these reasons Intellect must contain the Intellective and the Intelligible. The subjects and 
objects of thought. 


Intelligible entities are recognizable as Intellect, but also as distinct within Intellect. Each Intelligible 
entity must be different from the others, and thus each possesses a unique identity. This is to say, 
Intellect is necessarily diverse. If Intellect contained no diversity, what would serve as its objects of 
thought? Since each Intelligible entity is a variant manifestation of Intellect itself, variety and multiplicity 
are implicit. Intellect thus comes to know itself via knowing all of its variety. Each Idea serves as a 
different Sensory organ, each expressing and receiving a certain identity. Each Idea is like a distinct eye, 
capable of seeing unique colors and objects. 


If Intellect were forced to direct itself to a supremely simple object, it could not think. What would it 
think about? What is there to comprehend? Even if supreme simplicity attempted to identify itself, it 
would need to set a boundary. If supreme simplicity were to say, "| am this", what could 'this' refer to? 
If 'this' refers to something external to itself, then it loses its supreme simplicity. If 'this' refers to 
something internal to itself, then it is implying a multiplicity of parts within itself. Otherwise it is just 
saying "| am what lam". What if there were only two things, subject and object of thought? This of 
course already assumes duality and thus multiplicity. 


Thus we must conclude that the subject of Intellect contains difference, and that the objects of 
Intellect's thought imply diversity as they are identified and distinguished. If this were not the case, 
there could be no thought. If there were nothing to distinguish the objects of thought, then there would 
not be thought as we know it. There would merely be a conglomeration, as is the case already for that 
which is antecedent to Intellect. Intellect, therefore, cannot be supremely simple. When it thinks, it 
must make distinctions within itself, even if this knowledge is held in silent repose. 


That which is truly simple has no need to occupy itself with thoughts, even of itself. What could it gain 
by thinking? After all, it is everything it is before thinking is even possible. Thought implies a sort of 
desire, as there is a subject which seeks and an object which is sought. Something supremely simple 
reflected upon itself would remain simple and silent as it was before. That which thinks must therefore 
be in multiplicity. 


5.3.11 Contemplating Multiplicity 


In contemplating the Principle from which it issues, Intellect becomes manifold. In seeking to 
understand something so sublimely simple, it abandons simplicity. What is One was now distinguishable 
as subject and object. Upon its issuance, Intellect is like an eye that has not yet seen anything. Yet it 
already contains within it the seeds of multiplicity. These seeds are an aspiration for something that is 
not itself. In obtaining an impression of this other thing, Intellect completes the descent into multiplicity. 
So, Intellect issues from this perfect simplicity, obtains an impression of it, and brings about multiplicity 
as a result. Once it gains self-consciousness of its own knowledge, it fulfills its aim like an eye that has 
seen. 


Intellect is now fully realized, as it is in possession of an Intellectual object via the act of 
Intellectualization. Before, it was an aspiration for thought. Upon contemplation of its Principle, it 
becomes Intellect itself. Because Intellect is receptive to its Principle continually, it constantly thinks. 
This continual thought is Being itself. Prior to Intelect contemplating its Principle, it failed to express 
both Intellectual act and Intellectual Object. Simply put, it is not yet Intellect because it does not yet 
think. 


This simplicity above Intellect is its Principle, but it is not immanent to Intellect. This Principle does not 
make up Intellect like elements which make up a Body. This simplicity must be the Principle from which 
all other Principles derive, and so it cannot be any of them. This is to say, because everything in the 
universe comes from this singular Principle, this Principle must not be a part of this universe. It must 
come before all other things. It even precedes Intellect, which itself encompasses all things which are 
subsequent to Intellect. If Intellect encompasses all things, then this simple Principle must be beyond all 
things. It must not be Intellect, an object of Intellect, or even applicable to statements we can make 
about objects. We cannot even call it Good, at least in the descriptive sense which only ever applies to 
some thing. We can only call it The Good if by that we mean that it is antecedent to all things in the 
universe. If Intellect brings with it multiplicity, and if thought requires Intellect and said multiplicity, then 
it follows that Intellect's Principle must be completely simple. We cannot even ascribe thought to it, as 
that would render it Intellectual and manifold. 


5.3.12 The Impossibility of Simultanious Unity and Multiplicity in a Single Principle 

It may be argued that the First Principle may indeed contain multiplicity so long as it remained a single 
Unified Being. While it may not have multiplicity in terms of component parts, could it contain 
multiplicity int terms of engaging in multiple Activities? 


This cannot be so. The Activities such a Being engages in are either distinct from its Essence, or a part of 
it. If these activities are distinct from this Being's Essence, then the various activities of such a Being 
would not constitute a multiplicity of Beings. Rather, these various activities would be the Potential 
activities of a single Being. On the other hand, if these Activities are indeed a part of such a Being's 
Essence, they then must be Actualized. If multiple Activities of a Being must be Actualized, then this 
Being will be multiple in Actuality, breaking the requisite Unity. We grant multiplicity to Intellect, which 
requires it to think, but not to the First Principle. 


One must precede Many, as Many must be comprised of Ones. One is, after all, the First Number. 
Objectors may argue that this only holds true for the number line, as it is composed of a sequence in 
order. They will ask, why must there necessarily be a One for there to be Many when it comes to 
Beings? The answer is that without the One, everything would be disparate and in chaos. The Unity of 
the One is needed first to Unify all Beings into a single reality. 


Others may object that Intellect represents something simple which also produces a multiplicity of 
Actions. Here they unwittingly have solved their own riddle. Already they admit that there is a simplicity 
which precedes Activity. 


Then they might argue that if the Ideas within Intellect begin Existing at the same moment of Intellect, 
then Intellect will be a simplicity which contains multiplicity from its inception. First, on this view, the 
Ideas will be distinct from Intellect, already separating the simple from the many by this distinction. 
Even if these Ideas are brought into existence at once in a single thought, they become Actualizations 
and of a rank below their producer. The Simple and the Many it produces will once again not coexist 
within a single entity. Further, if the Ideas within Intellect begin Existing at the same moment of 
Intellect, then they will not only be distinct from Intellect, but unconnected to it. On this hypothesis, 
Intellect does not even Act, and thus Intellectualization cannot be the first Act. 


It is not as though The First Principle waits before producing Intellect. This waiting would itself create an 
intermediary step between The One and Intellect. The One could not sit on the Potential to create 
Intellect as though it, for even a moment, possessed the desire to do so. The One cannot desire 
anything, as this would imply that the transcendent whole of reality was somehow incomplete. How 
could it lack something or desire something when there is nothing for it to gain and no way for it to 
move? 


The First hypostasis causes the Second hypostasis to come into Being without the First hypostasis 
changing in any way. How could something move or change before the very generation of the concepts 
of movement and change? It must remain in stillness, otherwise it would move before the first 
movement, and think before the first thought. If not, then its Activities would be rendered merely 
impulses to achieve as of yet impossible deeds. Again, what impulse could it have to achieve anything? 


The most viable analogy for Intellect and The One is the light which flows from the Sun. The One sits 
above Intellect, ruling over it without losing any part of itself or leaving its position. If this were not the 
case, it would require another Principle to replenish that which it loses. The One is like a light source 
before it emits any light, and its illuminations are like Intellect. The light is distinct from the light source, 
yet it remains constantly connected to its source. Givin its everlasting inflow of power from The One, 
Intellect remains permanent, Real Being. Yet because Intellect is different from the One, Intellect 
needn't remain unseeing and thoughtless. Intellect can contemplate and thereby know itself. Thus, it 
becomes the first thing to know anything it all. Since The One precedes Intellect, it is above thought. 
Since it does not need anything, it has no need to know of anything. Consciousness thus belongs to 
Intellect and the ranks below it. To be a conscious entity is to be an individual Unity. The One, however, 


is transcendental Unity. Indeed, the transcendent whole of reality must first exist before individuals can 
exist within it. 


5.3.13 The Impossibility of Thought in Absolute Simplicity 

This Principle (i.e. The One) is truly in ineffable. To say something about it is to say something about an 
entity, making a Being out of that which precedes Being. That which precedes Intellect cannot even 
properly be granted a name. It can only accurately be referred to as that which transcends Being, not 
because it is a designatable identity, but rather because this statement is apophatic and really refers to 
what is not The One. 


In our perplexion, we complain that it cannot have perceptions of itself, have knowledge of itself, and 
cannot be self-conscious. In attempt to speak of The One, we think of The One in the terms of the things 
that it is not. By supposing that it can be known, or that it can know of itself, we unwittingly imply its 
multiplicity. When we imagine it to think, we imply that it has need for thought. Even if the Ideas 
belonged to The One, what need would The One have to think about them? Thought would be rendered 
unnecessary. 


Self-consciousness (the purest and most primordial form of thought) consists in transcendently 
understanding the subject and object of thought as well as their relationship. Yet The One has no 
experience of separation between component parts. Further, there can be nothing external to it for it to 
think of, as once again this would imply deficiency to that which is perfect. Further, thoughts of external 
things are imperfect, and thus fall short of true self-consciousness. 


Something sublimely simple and self-sufficient has no need for anything. That which is self-forming is 
self-sufficient, but to a lesser degree in that it requires a reference to itself. Thus, Intellect requires 
knowledge of itself for its very existence. Although it is self-sufficient in the sense that it produces and 
contains everything which it needs, thought and self-awareness require multiplicity. The word 
consciousness itself implies multiplicity, as con (ouv in Greek) is the prefix for two or more things joined. 
The primordial act of Intellection reverts inwards to Intellect (i.e. as the subject of thought). Intellect 
itself is obviously manifold. Even if its thought was reduced to, “I am Being.”, multiplicity is still implied. 
Being, after all, is manifold. Indeed, were Intellect to focus on something supremely simple, it would not 
conjure itself or Being. Being in this sense differs from a particular Being, such as a stone. Being itself 
refers to all Beings, not just one particular Being. Being in this sense refers to Real Being, and is not just a 
small trace of it (as is the case for a particular Being). Indeed, a particular stone is not even a particular 
Being, but rather a variant manifestation of the archetypical Being (i.e. Ideal Form) Stone. Why aren’t 
the various manifestations of a Being thoughts in of themselves? This is because something taken in 
absolute isolation precludes thought. Beings exist in multiplicity and derive their meaning through 
relationships with other Beings. Thus we have shown that anything which can be referred to resides in 
Being. 


For these reasons, something supremely simple cannot be self-conscious. This would imply thought, and 
thus multiplicity, contradicting the premise of absolute simplicity. The One thus thinks nothing and is not 
conscious of itself. 


5.3.14 Experiences of the Ineffable 

Given its ineffability, how do we speak of The One? The answer is that while we can speak about it 
indirectly, we cannot directly address it in either speech or thought. Nor can we know it Intellectually. 
How can we say anything about something which cannot be directly spoken of or thought about? If we 
cannot know it, then can we grasp anything about it at all? 


The answer is that we can grasp The One in a manner such that we may speak of it, but only by 
statements about what The One is not. What we cannot do is speak about it as predicated by something 
positively. We can say what it is not, but we cannot say what it is. Thus, while we cannot address it 
directly, we are not entirely prevented from understanding it. 


Further, we can embrace The One even if we cannot make positive assertions about it. We can imitate 
the example of Divinely inspired people when they come to realize that they possess something more 
magnificent than can be accounted for in Human terms. Such people are motivated by something apart 
from themselves, and though they cannot put it into words, they receive some impression from this 
external source of motivation. This is like our relationship to The One. When we purify ourselves to the 
point of reversion to pure Intellect, we recognize The One as the source of our Intellect through direct 
experience. We can come to understand that it is the Principle of Being itself. We recognize how much 
nobler and greater The One is than us, because it is superior Intellect, Reason, and all Sensations. The 
One's power produces these things without itself being or possessing them. 


5.3.15 The Unified Many 

How does The One produce anything? It must either possess that which it produces internally, or not. 
Yet if The One possessed anything it would no longer be simple. If, on the other hand, The One produces 
that which it does not itself possess, how does it bring about something else as to produce multiplicity? 
Perhaps the only thing which The One could bring about is Unity, yet even so it is difficult to understand 
how anything could be produced for that which is absolutely Unitary. We say that The One produces in 
the same way that illumination is produced from a light source, but still the question of how it brings 
about multiplicity remains to be answered. 


The answer lies in the fact that what The One produces is different from itself. Since The One cannot 
produce its equal, it follows that it must produce something lessor. After all, what could be greater than 
transcendental Unity? Since it must be lessor, it must also be less full and perfect. What is less unitary 
than One? multiplicity. Specifically, the first multiplicity is adjacent to Unity, and so it is the multiplicity 
which seeks Unity. This is to say, it is the Unified Many. 


It is The One which preserves all things which are not The One and provides each individual thing with 
its own individuality. We could not assert the existence of something purely comprised in multiplicity. 
Each individual thing possess its identity by virtue of it being Unified with itself. Yet The One is unified 
uniquely. Because it is antecedent to and thus without any multiplicity, its Unity is completely 
independent and inherent. All other things which are individuals participate in Unity as a sum of 


composite parts. They derive their Unity secondarily by participation in the example set by The One, and 
so the degree of their Unity is proportional to their proximity to The One. 


The thing nearest to The One (I.e. Intellect or Nous) is thus the Unity of all individuals. Even though it 
contains multiplicity, the totality of its encompassment of all individual things renders them all into a 
single identity. Its parts are inseparable, and so it is all things together. One rank further removed, each 
thing (l.e. each Idea) is One Unity Out of Many Unities. After all, they cannot each be the singular Unified 
Many (l.e. all things unified), as that is the characteristic of their antecedent Principle. Such 
encompassing Unity belongs to their Principle (l.e. Intellect) because it proceeds from the purest and 
most singular One (I.e. The One). That which proceeds from the First Principle encompasses all 
individuals, and is thus All in One. 


Now that we have arrived at the All in One, what is it exactly? It is the totality of all things which have 
The One as a Principle. In what way is The One the Principle of each thing? It is because it bestows each 
of them with a Unified identity, but also because it furnishes each of them with Existence. It furnishes 
each thing with existence because it possesses them all prior to their individuated Existences. How can 
The One possess all things prior to their Existence without possessing multiplicity? It does so by 
containing them without any distinctions. Only by the power of Reason in Intellect are each of them 
distinguished as individuals. This is to say, they become Actualized in Intellect. The One is thus raw, 
undifferentiated Potential. We do not mean this in the sense that Matter is Potentially receptive to 
various Forms. The One is exactly the opposite, as The One only Produces, while Matter only receives. 


How then does The One produce things without possessing them? Certainly it does not come about 
them by chance or derive them from some process of Reason. We have already said that The One must 
produce something different from itself. Since it is not The One, this product (I.e. Intellect) cannot itself 
be One. Only The One is purely One. Thus, it must be Second and Multiple. This consequently implies 
Difference, Identity, Quality, and other such concepts. 


Having shown that the product of The One is not purely One, it remains a puzzle as to why its 
multiplicity manifests in the ways that it does. Further, we must address why there must be something 
which comes after The One at all. 


5.3.16 Complexity Descends from Simplicity 

We have elsewhere shown why a Second must follow from the First, and that the productive power of 
the First is inexhaustible (See Plotinus’ Ennead 5.1.6). This can be seen by the fact that even the lowest 
ranks of emanation have the power to beget. With regards to the current inquiry, it is sufficient to note 
that this power of production initiates a procession of descent. This procession begins with simplicity 
and Unity, but increases in multiplicity and complexity as it descends in rank. A Principle is always 
simpler than its product. Thus, the Sensible sphere is produced by the Intellectual sphere, and the 
Intellectual sphere is produced by something even simpler and more unified. Multiplicity is born of 
Singularity. Indeed, if the Principle which produces Intellect were Manifold, it would no longer be the 
simplest Principle. If it were not the simplest Principle, then we would to look to its antecedent for 
something simpler. 


Since a Principle is always simpler than its product, it follows that everything can reduced to that which 
is purely One and completely simple. That is to say, the greatest possible simplicity. How does the 
multiplicity of Intellect begin, when The One itself is not Manifold? How can the process of Reason 
which constitutes the Intellectual sphere come about given that The One is not a Reason? How does The 
One beget the participable Goodness? That is, how does The Good produce the Goodness which others 
participate in? What do things which participate in Goodness have that makes them like The Good 
itself? What does this first hypostasis of existence possess? If our answer is that it provides stability of 
Identity, what does stability of Identity have to do with Goodness? We seek out stability, because we 
recognize that stability participates in Goodness. Yet what we need is not stability, but The Good from 
which stability comes. After all, we should seek out the Good because it is Good by definition. 
Conversely, anything which is not Good should be discarded. 


Does this mean that living in this stability is what we ultimately seek? After all, living in such a stable 
manner is sufficient for Intellect. This can be seen as evidenced by Intellect's lack of needing anything 
else. Intellect's bliss derives from the fact that it possesses everything it needs. Everything is present to 
Intellect with perfect clarity, including every Idea and every Soul. Having everything, Intellect seeks 
nothing. Thus, Intellect must possess what is Good, whether this Goodness is Accidental or Essential to 
it. 


Yet if Intellect were The Good itself, there would be nothing transcendent to Intellect. If The Good is 
thus accidental to Intellect, then it follows that Intellect is dependent on it for its life. That is to say, The 
Good is Intellect's Principle. Thus, The Good must be prior to, more simple, and better than Intellect 
itself. The Goodness present in Intellect is then like an inferior image of The Good itself, and Intellect 
directs itself towards the higher Principle. In this way, Intellect is like an imitation of whatever it is that 
makes The Good characteristically Good. 


5.3.17 The Soul Seeks Direct Experience of The One 

What could be better than the Wisest Life which is free from error and without fault? This is, after all, 
the Life of Intellect itself. So what is superior to Intellect? So far we have answered that the producer of 
Intellect is superior to it. As evidence, we offer the method by which this superior Principle produces 
Intellect, and proof that our powers of discursive Reason cannot reach beyond Intellect itself. Yet we 
desire to move beyond Intellect, and are implored to so when we recognize that this Principle must be 
completely self-sufficient and lack contingency on anything. No particular entity can be self-sufficient, as 
all things participate in The One. Since all things participate in The One, it follows that The One cannot 
be any of them. What then is this Principle which all things participate in? What is it that produces 
Intellect and encompasses all things? Because it produces Intellect, because it grants Unity to that which 
is otherwise hopelessly dissipated into multiplicity, and because it supports the individuated self- 
sustenance of Being itself, it must not be Being. It must be Beyond Being, and superior to individuated 
Existence all together. 


Yet is this explanation truly satisfying to our Soul? No, our Souls still undergo the labor pains of 
producing a satisfying understanding. We resort to Magic in desperate attempt to soothe our Souls. Yet 


this Magic might reside in what has been said already. Is repetition of these words over and over again 
all that we need? What other spell could there be? Even though our Soul reads these arguments and 
directly participates in all of these processes, the magic seems to dissipate as soon as we think or speak. 
To apprehend something by Reason requires step by step deduction. How can one proceed through a 
step by step process for something which is supremely simple? It is only sufficient to appreciate such a 
thing intuitively and directly. Only from this direct, intuitive experience can we begin to make 
arguments. This we can only accomplish through pure Intellect. We know we have made contact with 
The One when its light enters into our Soul. This light is the presence of The One, and experiencing it 
makes doubt of The One impossible. It is the same process by which we know that a particular God has 
answered our prayer with illumination. That which is illuminated to us would have remained obscured 
were it not for the presence of Divinity. The Soul is thus in darkness without the illumination of Divinity. 
In the presence of Divine illumination, the Soul has whatever it seeks. After all the Soul's purpose it to 
connect with this Divine light and experiencing things directly, not to experiencing things indirectly and 
in foreign terms. To experience this process of illumination is the point. After all, we see the Sun by way 
of its light. How is this ultimately accomplished? By cutting everything else away. 


